Writér of rare perception

Woriter o dlore Terception’

{o nany sie was che intellectual power behing
the South African liberation movement—to others
Ruth f-irst was the notorious communist, the wife
of Jce Slovo. But the attractive dark haired woman
was respected internationally as a writer of rare
parception. Her books-including an exarnination
of upartheid “The Barrel of a Gun' are as was their
juthor, bauned in the Republic She was also one
of the first people detained under looal security
legislation. Professor First, 59, was arrested for
high treason in Dccember 1956, together with
mere than 160 other South A™-icans. In 1958 the
charge was dropped. In 1962 while Transvaal
cditor of New Age, subsequently banned. and aisc
cditor of Spark, she was restricted to the magistar-
ial distnict of Johannesbuzg for five vears under the
Suppression of Communisim Act. She had just re-
turngd from South West Africa, collecting material
for a book she was writing, and at her arrival at
Jan Smuts Airport. the inggage was scurched by tne
police and her documents and notes were confis-
cated. In 1963 she was arrested by security poiice
in the main hall of the Unijversity of the Witwaters-
rand Libiary. She was taken to her Rooseveit Park
home which was thoroughly searched by six
poicemen. She was subsequently detained for 117
davs. Her clessic story of solitary confinement ‘117
Days’ was written shortly after her release. Special
permission attached to a 1963 banning order on
Ruth First and her husband Joe Slovo, allewed thz
couple to couverse. Later in the year she was refus-
ed permission to spend a Christmas holiday in the
Cape with two of her three young children. Per-
riission was refused because she made the request
to the Sccunty Branch instead ot the Chiei Mag-
istrate of Johannesbur.. She left South Africa on
i ol permiii in Marcn 1964, Later that year
sbe wes deported from Kenva, where she was
werking on & btook on the politicai carcer of
Qdinga Oginda. In 1965 ner sister-in-law Clarice
First was released by Sccurity Police and simul-
tancously Ruth First's brother Konnie First, was
dewained under the 18G-<duy law. [le was first
detained in 1963. Thewr tather Julius First. a
Johannesburg turniture manutacturer had reported-
iv fled the country while his two chiidren were
peifg-detained—iHe-was-alieged by police-to.be the
‘number One Communist Treasurer in South
Alrica.” His mother Mrs Matilda First alsc left
South Africa on an exit permit. In 1966 a RBC
television programme ‘Ninety Days’ began a war of
words between South Africa House and the BBC.
in the TV play Rurh First enacted scenecs taken
from her book on detention, with ottzr South
Africans in London taking titc roles of police
interrogators. The then Ambassador, Dr <Carl
De Wet, accused the BBC of favouring commun-
ists from South Africa and said that it was harmful
to relations between’ the two countries. He said
that the programme encouraged and furthered the
objectives of ‘conspirators and saboteurs who were
plotting to destroy by violence the South African
Government.’

Ruth First was rc-united with her husband Joe
Slovo in London in 1964. Her father died in Lon-
don in 1980, the year that her book on the life of
novelist Olive Schreiner was banned under the In-

ternal Security Act. Rand Daily Mail 18.8.82






